This paper studies and suggests the need for writing instruction by which students can experience writing as a creative process in exploring and communicating meaning. The prewriting activities generate ideas which can encourage a free flow of thoughts and help students discover both what they want to say and how to say it on paper. Through the activation of the formal schema, students can understand how to organize the material according to the requirements of the writing task and the general structure of the English composition. The authors choose a writing task in College English as an example to show the teaching procedure in the prewriting process. Through the instruction of the writing task on an argumentation, the authors summarize the essential steps of the teaching of English prewriting activities.
Introduction
English has become a sure access to information of all sorts and an indispensable means of international communication. The emphasis on EFL teaching has also shifted from purely structured competence to communicative competence -from the ability to merely manipulate the linguistic structure correctly to the ability to use the language to communicate in both spoken and written forms.
These changes have altered people's thinking of EFL writing. It's no longer just a means to test or reinforce what a foreign language learner has learned, but a necessary tool for the learner to communicate with people in the real world. Therefore, the teaching of EFL writing has also seen some dramatic changes during recent years, and more attention and researches have focused on the enrichment of theories on writing. There are several effective approaches to teaching writing, for instances: the product approach, the process approach, the genre approach, and the genre process approach. Among them, the process approach is the most widely accepted one in many foreign countries and has proved to be more effective in improving learner's writing abilities.
In the process theorists' point of view, well-written essays are the fruits of a long, laborious, intensely personal process of thinking, verbal communication, and an interactive, socio-cognitive behavior. Meaning is not thought up and then written down. The act of writing is an act of thought. Language and thought are inseparable. They are processes in which writers must address questions, ranging from "What do I write about?" to "Who is my audience?" to "How do I structure my essay?" to "What sort of language and voice should I use?" Murray (1993: 346) holds that writing should be treated as a process, i.e., "a series of steps or stages an author goes through to develop a piece of writing." Tribble (1996: 160) defines the process approach as "an approach to the teaching of writing which stresses the creativity of the individual writer, and which pays attention to the development of good writing practices rather than the imitation of models". Thus, the focus shifts from the final product itself to the different stages the writer goes through in order to create this product by breaking down the task as a whole into its constituent parts. Writing becomes less daunting and more manageable to the EFL students. that can be taught; (2) An emphasis on writing as a way of learning as well as communicating; (3) A willingness to draw on other disciplines, notably cognitive psychology; (4) The incorporation of a context, a view that writing includes a sense of audience, purpose, and occasion; (5) A procedure for feedback that encourages the instructor to intervene during the process (formative evaluation), and so aid the student to improve his/her first or initial drafts; (6) A method of evaluation that determines how well a written product adapts the goals of the writer to the needs of the reader as audience; (7) The principle that writing teachers should be people who write.
Writing is often called a recursive process. This means that many steps to writing an effective paper do not necessarily follow neatly one after the other. In fact, you will find yourself repeating the same step a number of different times, in a number of different places, as you write a paper. Generally speaking, the writing processes consist of prewriting, writing and revising (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Murray, 1980; Anderson, 1991; Hall, 1990) .
The prewriting process involves anything you do to help yourself decide what your central idea is or those details, examples, reasons, or content that should be covered. Free writing, brainstorming, and clustering are types of prewriting. Obviously, you can pre-write at any time in the writing process. Whenever you want to think up new material, simply stop what you are doing and start using one of the techniques you will study in this paper.
The writing process involves the actual writing out of a draft. Unfortunately, many people try to start their writing without sufficient prewriting. As you may know from firsthand experience, trying to start out this way usually leads directly to a good case of writer's block. During this stage of the writing process, you should be ready to do more prewriting whenever you hit a snag or can not think of what to writer next.
Prewriting Activities
Teachers can use various methods in teaching English writing. However, there might be a question: how to appropriately apply these methods in practice. Hence, the authors of the present paper choose the writing task "Coping with an Educational Problem" in Book One of College English published in China as the teaching material to show how to activate students' content schemata and formal schemata. This part is "Theme related Language Learning Tasks", which includes three tasks: Mock Debate, Essay Writing, and Follow-up Work.
Brainstorming
The first task is Mock debate, which serves as part of the prewriting activities. From the above requirements, we know that brainstorming is required in this prewriting activity. This debate is to collect information for the writing task. So, what is important in this activity is to brainstorm. The teacher can first instruct the students to take this activity to get necessary vocabulary and information.
When students are working in groups, the teacher should not sit and wait for the answer. Instead, he/she should walk around and join in the brainstorming activity. After three or four minutes, the teacher can ask two or three groups in each Team (Affirmative Team and Negative Team) to report their findings. Because the brainstorming activity only focuses on the quantity, not the quality, so any findings of the students should be accepted and encouraged. The teacher can decide which findings are useful in the following activities.
For example, the groups in the Affirmative Team can list the following findings:
1) The application of the computer and multimedia in the class can better stimulate students' interests, and the traditional way of teaching with a textbook and a piece of chalk can no longer fit the current situation.
2) The computer makes the office work easier, because it has a large storage and can save time in editing work.
3) The computer gives students easy access to a wealth of reference material. Hence, students can easily find out the material for their papers.
4) The computer offers some interesting games for killing time, which, to some extent, enriches student's school life.
5) The computer can process the information very quickly, thus, it can be used in many circumstances, e.g. in the shopping center, the office, and so on.
6) The computer connected with Internet can help people exchange information and material very conveniently.
7) The Internet offers one with the opportunities to communicate with people all over the world by chatting through MSN etc. or by sending E-mails.
8) Some computer programs are designed to help students improve their learning.
9) The students of art can turn to the computer for help when drawing.
10) The use of computers greatly enlightens the student's life, because students can watch films, or listen to the music at will.
11) The use of computers reduces the demand of chalks, which can contribute somehow to the environment protection.
12) The computer shortens the teacher's time spent in preparing the class; meanwhile, it greatly enriches the information the teacher provides in classroom.
13) The wide use of computers provides many posts for the students to seek after graduation.
The groups in the Negative Team might present the following findings:
1) Playing video games wastes too much time and money on the part of the students.
2) Using the computer for a long time may hurt the user's eyesight, wrist, back, and so on.
3) Viewing of undesirable material on the Internet may result in some unhealthy thoughts and actions.
4) Easy access to the reference information encourages the plagiarism among some researchers and students.
5) The used computers might be purchased again by the students because of the low price, which may pose many potential dangers.
6) The use of computers brings more pressure on the electronic supply.
7) Chatting online attracts many students, which may lead to spending less time studying, or even doing something evil, or being cheated by some people with evil aims.
8) The use of computers greatly shortens the student's time spent in learning some difficult tasks, because they are no longer interested in these difficult tasks.
9) The wide use of computers hinders students from communicating person to person, which may result in their lack of practice in terms of communication.
10) The complete dependence on the computer in classroom leaves the students tired all through the class, because with the aid of the computer, the teaching pace will be faster than the traditional way of teaching.
11) The students may be so addicted to the computer that they are no longer interested in such activities as physical exercises, and visiting friends.
12) The use of computers increases the requirements of students' English level, which is the weak point of many non-English majors.
13) The wide use of computers makes the student pay less attention to their handwriting, thus, students' handwriting and their Chinese language show a decreasing tendency. So, some researchers propose and urge the students to learn Chinese in College.
14) The computer provides many supporting materials for students to learn after class, hence, some students lose interests in classroom activities, which increases the difficulty of the teaching.
The brainstorming activity in classroom should be carefully controlled. The teacher should stop their discussion when most of the students have finished their brainstorming discussion. Otherwise, the time in class will be wasted in chatting or other meaningless activities. Besides, when presenting the findings, the teacher should type or write out the key words only instead of the complete sentence. Last but not the least, the teacher should add something of his/her own on to students' findings in order to encourage students' creation.
Semantic Mapping
Brainstorming focuses on the quantity itself, not the quality, and it provides a lot of material to be selectively used, but whether they are useful or not should be immediately determined. Hence, the next step is required to polish the findings in brainstorming. Here, the authors choose semantic mapping, which helps decide whether the information is in correspondence with the theme of the writing task.
Let's first look at the requirements of the writing task:
Drawing on the opinions of both sides in the debate about the question, write an essay entitled "The use of computers in schools" according to the following outline:
1) In what way you think the increasing use of computers is of benefit to students.
2) In what way you think the increasing use of computers is bad for students.
3) Your conclusion. From the requirements provided, we know the important points to be covered in the coming writing task. The composition consists of three paragraphs according to the outline. The first paragraph should cover the benefits of the increasing use of computers in school, the second paragraph the harm of the increasing use of computers in school, and the last paragraph is the writer's opinion. Therefore, what we should do next is to choose from the above findings of brainstorming activities the most related and the most representative information. For the benefits, the teacher can instruct students to choose from the findings of the Affirmative Team; for the harm, the student can choose from the findings of the Negative Team.
The next step is to decide which is representative. The principle is to find out an opinion that is comprehensive enough to be a sub-branch of the given topic. The given topic should be carefully divided into several related sub-topics, among which the dividing line should not overlap, and some points should be omitted. Hence, the teacher can discuss with the class to work out an outline of the composition as those listed in the following table 1.
Insert Table 1 in here.
From the above table, students can get a general idea of what to write in the immediate writing task. Then, the teacher can instruct students to choose from the findings they and their "rivals" have got in the previous brainstorming activities to fill in the above table.
For example, benefits to teaching may include those listed in the following:
2) The computer shortens the teacher's time spent in preparing the class; meanwhile, it greatly enriches the information the teacher provides in classroom.
Benefits to learning may include those listed in the following:
1) The computer gives students easy access to a wealth of reference material. Hence, students can easily find out the material for their papers.
2) Some computer programs are designed to help students improve their learning.
Benefits to students' life may include those listed in the following:
1) The computer offers some interesting games for killing time, which, to some extent, enriches student's school life.
2) The use of computers greatly enlightens the student's life, because students can watch films, or listen to the music at will.
Harm to teaching can be:
1) The computer provides many supporting materials for students to learn after class, hence, some students lose interests in classroom, which increases the difficulty of the teaching.
Harm to learning can be:
1) Easy access to the reference information encourages the plagiarism among some researchers and students.
because with the aid of the computer, the teaching pace will be faster than the traditional way of teaching.
Harm to students can be:
1) Playing video games wastes too much time and money of the students.
2) Using the computer for a long time may hurt the user's health, for examples: the eyesight, the wrist, the back, and so on.
The conclusion should be the writer's attitude towards the use of computers in schools. Therefore, the writer should state clearly whether they are for or against it. For example, "The advantages clearly outweigh the disadvantages, so we should encourage the use of computers in schools"; "Since the computer can bring so many harms to the students, we should gradually reduce the use of computers in schools", and so on.
Genre Modeling
After finishing the above two activities, students would have got enough material for the coming writing task. However, having the material only is far from enough. Like building a house, the chosen material in the writing activities is the brick and the cement. What students should do next is to reasonably organize the chosen material into a coherent composition, just like the way workers build the house. Next, the teacher should show some genre models and explain the paragraph development and coherence to help students understand how to organize the composition.
Model Composition:

The Use of Computers in Schools
There are numerous benefits that flow from the use of computers in schools. Interest in a subject can be stimulated by sound and visual illustrations more than by "chalk-and-talk" alone and students are given easy access to a wealth of reference material. Internet access offers the chance to communicate with other students around the world. Programmed learning tailored to the speed of individual students can be adopted. Computer skills such as programming can be developed.
There is, however, a negative side. There is the danger that computers encourage "cut-and-paste" copying without a real understanding of what is being said. Also, for many purposes traditional teacher-centered classrooms remain more effective than time spent working alone. And, of course, computers always offer the temptation to play games rather than get down to difficult learning tasks.
On balance, however, the advantages clearly outweigh the disadvantages. The writing task "The use of computers in schools" requires an argumentation. The teacher should firstly explain the general structure of the argumentation. A typical argumentation includes the opinion, the evidence, and the conclusion. Generally speaking, the opinion should be stated clearly firstly in the student composition, followed by supporting evidences or sub-opinions, and the conclusion or the writer's attitude comes as the ending of the composition. The schematic structure of an argumentation goes like:
No. 1: opinion + supporting evidence 1 + supporting evidence 2 + … + supporting evidence n. + conclusion; or No. 2: opinion + sub-opinion 1 + supporting evidence + sub-opinion 2 + supporting evidence + … + sub-opinion 3 + supporting evidence + conclusion.
For example, the writing task in the CET Band 4 administered in June, 2007 by the Ministry of Education to Non-English major students nationwide required the examinees to write a composition on the topic "Is a Test of Spoken English Necessary?" The first sentence has already been written for the examinees. They should write at least 100 words, and base their composition on the outline given below: 1) Many people argue that it is necessary to hold a Spoken English test because…...
2) But some people hold different opinion as to the Spoken English test...... There are disadvantages to the practice, however. For example, running shops might occupy too much of the students' time and energy, which should otherwise be devoted to their academic study. But, taken as a whole, I believe the advantages far outweigh the disadvantages. Let's look back at the writing task of the Text "The use of computers in schools". It requires students to state the effects of the increasing use of computers among students in schools, and the principal logic development involved in this writing task is cause and effect. The increasing use of computers in schools is the cause. The writer should list the effect, i.e. the benefit and the harm to students, of the increasing use of computers.
3) Your opinion
Model Composition：
Is a Test of Spoken English Necessary?
A host of people think it is necessary to hold spoken English test. They think if one wants to master English well
Cause and effect analysis is an important analytical skill in essay writing. When writing a cause-and-effect paper, instructors should bear in mind the following points: 1) Sound reasoning or logic: when discussing causes and effects, one should make sure one's analysis is logical. One must not take it for granted that event A causes event B simply because A precedes B. In other words, one must explain clearly what really brings about a particular result.
2) Possible shift in order: in cause and effect writing, it seems convenient to state the effect first and then analyze the cause. The reverse order, however, is to be preferred when one cause leads to a number of effects (Li Yinhua, 2001:252) .
Therefore, the teacher, firstly, should instruct students to get familiar with these writing strategies which can help them know what to write and how to organize the framework. From the analysis of the given writing task and the cause and effect writing strategy, we can see the second point discussed above suits the given writing task, that is, the reverse order should be adopted in this writing task. So, the cause should be stated firstly, and then a number of effects, including the benefits and the harms. In expressing the cause and effect, some phrases or words like "seeing that, considering that, now that, in that, since, as, for, etc" may be needed, so the teacher should let students get familiar with them in advance. All in all, the teacher should make students aware of the logic development of the given writing task in prewriting activities. In explaining one cause and a number of effects, the teacher can cite the following model paper to explain how to develop the logic relationship.
Model Composition：
(Cause) Cigarette smoke contains nicotine, several caner-producing This paragraph adopts the logic order of "cause -a number of effects -stating the theme", and this way of writing highlights the harm of cigarette smoking, which is better than stating the effect first, then analyzing causes. Because the cause is obvious, what should be emphasized is the effect of the cause -cigarette smoking, and then warning to the cigarette smoking or banning of it can be reasonably followed.
As the main idea of each paragraph has been given, the writer can easily figure out what to write in each paragraph. Thus, in the next step, the teacher should instruct students to connect these paragraphs. Paragraph One should be the benefit of the increasing use of computers in schools; Paragraph Two the harm of it. The writer should choose some conjunctive words to show the contrast between them instead of listing the benefits and the harms alone without mentioning their relationship. The writer can choose some phrases or sentences like: As the saying goes; A coin has two sides, so does the use of computers; There is, however, a negative side; Let's take a different respective; Although (Even though) there are so many benefits of the increasing use of computers in schools, we can not ignore the harms it brings; and so on.
For the last paragraph, a conclusion is needed, which should be introduced by some of the words or phrases like "in summary, to sum up, in conclusion, in short, in brief, on the whole, all in all, as has been noted, thus, hence, eventually, from this point of view". The conclusion consists of closing statement and concluding sentence. The former makes the reader aware of the coming ending of the composition; the latter states the writer's further attitude after the above discussion, and provides a general conclusion. There are many ways of writing the concluding sentence, for example, by providing more general conclusion, or by making suggestions, or by proposing some solutions to the above discussed problem, or by predicting or warning, etc.
Outlining the Composition
After the teacher has analyzed the genre model and paragraph development in detail, students can now draw an outline of their composition. The outline can be a further selection of the semantic map. In the semantic mapping activity, some materials are chosen from the brainstorming activity. These chosen materials may be further selected in order to make it fit the theme of the given topic.
In the above discussion of semantic mapping, both the benefit and the harm have been analyzed from three aspects: the teacher, the student, and the student's life. Each aspect has found two or three findings. If we put all of them in the composition, they will make the composition too verbose. Hence, we'd better select the most representative one for each aspect to outline the composition. In this way, the composition would be coherent, and comprehensive.
For examples:
Benefits to teaching:
The application of the computer and multimedia in the class can better stimulate students' interests, and the traditional way of teaching with a textbook and a piece of chalk can no longer fit the current situation.
Benefits to learning:
The computer gives students easy access to a wealth of reference material. Hence, students can easily find out the material for their papers.
Benefits to students:
The use of computers greatly enlightens the student's life, because students can watch films, or listen to the music at will.
Harm to teaching:
The computer provides many supporting materials for students to learn after class, hence, some students lose interests in classroom, which increases the difficulty of the teaching.
Harm to learning:
Easy access to the reference information encourages the plagiarism among some researchers and students.
Harm to students:
Playing video games wastes too much time and money of the students, and hurts the user's eyesight, wrist, back, etc.
The conclusion can be:
The advantages clearly outweigh the disadvantages, so we should encourage the use of computers in schools".
Hence, these seven sentences make the whole composition which lists advantages and disadvantages reasonably from three different aspects, and which clearly states the writer's attitude towards the increasing use of computers in schools. What's more, students can grasp the writing strategy for the argumentation, especially the cause and effect argumentative composition, which is the most important in the teacher's respective.
To sum up, the teaching procedure of the prewriting process can be:
Step 1: conducting the brainstorming activity to collect materials for the given topic;
Step 2: relying on the semantic mapping activity to initially select the required material from the above findings, which will deal with the issue of what to write;
Step 3: introducing the genre models and paragraph development to help students understand how to organize the chosen material;
Step 4: performing the outlining activity to further modify the chosen material and form the framework of the composition and provide the foundation for the following writing processes.
The above four steps of the prewriting process can be altered in order to fit other types of writing. Because this teaching model is only based on an argumentation writing task, it might not fit the other types of composition. However, the general teaching steps are similar, and therefore, we may say this teaching model might be useful in most prewriting processes. Whether it is efficient and effective requires further empirical studies.
Conclusion
In the prewriting process, what is important is to activate students' schematic knowledge, both content and formal. The prewriting stage requires more activities on the activation of the schematic knowledge than the other two stages: the writing stage and the post-writing stage (revising and editing). In prewriting process, the teacher should consciously activate students' content and formal schemata. In terms of content schemata, several methods can be adopted, such as semantic mapping, brainstorming, class discussion, etc. The content schema can provide the one with the material on which one might base his/her writing work. Meanwhile, formal schemata should be activated by introducing genre models, paragraph development and coherent devices. The formal schema can direct the students to organize the chosen material into a coherent composition.
In order to show how the content schema and the formal schema are activated, the authors chooses a writing task in College English as an example to show the teaching procedure of the application of Schema theory in the prewriting process. This paper proposes four steps in the prewriting process. This teaching model might be altered in order to fit all the types of writing, because this model is only based on an argumentative writing task. Though the exemplar can make things clear, whether it will function well in the teaching practice still needs to be further tested by empirical studies in the future. 
